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The need and the concepts

Cities play an important role in meeting the goals of sustain-
able development. Woridwide, city-based producers and
consumers account for most of the renewable and non-
renewable resource consumption and waste generation as
noted in the Brundtland Report. Meeting the current needs of
urban populations should not acquire the dimensions to con-
stitute a threat to sustainability of development.’ Therefore,
the priority actions have to be centered on reducing both
wastes on the global environment. Such initiatives may in-
clude reducing fossil fuel consumption through energy con-
servation, more efficient transportation systems, and redu-
cing the amount of waste through pollution prevention.?
There is no doubt that these longer term ecological concerns
are relevant to all cities in the way of development, for as
they grow and prosper, their consumption of resources and
generation of wastes will rise accordingly unless action is
taken now to promote the efficient use of resources and the
minimization of wastes.

Sustainable urban development, sustainable urbanization
and sustainable cities have become the concepts used fre-
quently in the literature especially during the 1990s. it is as-
sumed that sustainable development can be realized only
when master planning is directed to minimize total needs, to
promote public transportation, to conserve fertile agricultural
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land, to avoid wasting other sensitive ecological resources,
and to enhance energy saving in building designs and lay-
outs. This would certainly require carrying out sustainability
in city planning processes through regional resource invento-
ries, vertical and horizontal coordination among all public au-
thorities and private entities involved in regional resource
management and development of renewable resource strat-
egies. In other words, sustainable urban development may
be understood as the maximization of the efficiency in the
use of resources, maintaining natural resource stocks at or
above their present level, social equity in the distribution of
development costs and benefits and the avoidance of unnec-
essary foreclosure of future development options.

According to a definition of the Economic Commission for
Europe (ECE), the ideal sustainable community is character-
ized by such factors as environmental integrity, economic vi-
tality and social well being.® Urban sprawl, congestion, in-
creasingly poor air quality, and the shortage of land for af-
fordable housing are some of the symptoms of unsustainable
urban development. Trends in population growth, physical
expansion of the city compounded by the ideology of eco-
nomic growth and increasing levels of consumption are some
of the factors further intensifying these symptoms.* The
Earth’s non-renewable resources are being depleted, moun-
tains of solid, liquid and toxic wastes pollute the air, water
and soil, and threaten local and regional habitats. As these
current trends persist, it becomes more clear that solutions to
seemingly environmental, economic and social concerns are
linked and require more holistic solutions. This is the reason
why environmental, economic and social policies have to be
integrated in order to ensure the compatibility of all these ele-
ments.

The urban physical environment is a complex mix of natu-
ral elements such as the air, water, land, climate, flora and
fauna, and the built environment such as buildings, infra-
structures and urban spaces constructed or modified for hu-
man habitation and activities, aesthetic and historical her-
itage. While social values, behaviors, laws and traditions in-
fluence physical development, the environment influences
human behavior and social relations.

Two characteristics of urban areas give way to conse-
quences that may be detrimental for sustainable develop-
ment. First, inhabitants and enterprises depend on natural
resources to live and on natural processes for breaking down
or diluting their wastes. Second, urban areas can concen-
trate a large range of environmental hazards, such as biolog-
ical pathogens in the air, water and soil, chemical pollutants
and physical hazards.® In other words, city-related environ-
mental problems abound as rapid urban growth proceeds.
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Therefore, through an official planning process, it is neces-
sary to provide a framework for guiding the spatial develop-
ment of human settlements in such a way as to minimize the
environmental costs. Implementation of such policies is a
shared responsibility of different levels of government, partic-
ularly the local authorities, the business community and the
local people, in an understanding of partnership approach.

The main policies targeted at ensuring sustainable devel-
opment may be summarized in the following categories®:

* Conservation, protection and enhancing of natural areas
and life forms;

* Promotion of compact community policies;

» Optimization of density potential of existing urban areas;

e Limitation of the use of the car through the maximization of
the use of public transport alternatives, including commuter
rail, buses, bicycles and walking;

* Promotion of a sense of community, and creation of oppor-
tunities for social interaction;

* Preservation of the coherence of the landscape;

» Ensuring that environmental considerations and the pre-
cautionary principle become an integral part of the plans,
policies, programs and projects;

* Integration of the concept of “net environmental gain” in as-
sessing development;

e Encouragement of the development of medium-sized cities
as a network of complementary urban settlements to big
cities, in order to develop a more balanced hierarchy of
human settlements, which will be sustainable; and,

* Encouragement of the utilization of already built-up areas
so as to limit urban sprawl.

It is a surprising coincidence that the European Urban Char-
ter (1992) encompasses, in each of its chapters dealing
with urban rights, principles of sustainable urban develop-
ment that originate from the main philosophy of sustainable
urban development. The rights connnected with transport
and mobility, environment and nature in towns, the physical
forms of cities, the urban architectural heritage, housing, ur-
ban security and crime prevention, disadvantaged and dis-
abled persons in towns, sports and leisure in urban areas,
culture and health in towns, citizen participation, urban man-
agement and urban planning, economic development of
cities are all regulated there with due regard to the principles
of subsidiarity.

Particularly, the role of local authorities in ensuring sus-
tainable development is carefully emphasized in the follow-
ing terms:

* Local authorities should adopt policies to prevent pollution.

* Local authorities have a responsibility to protect nature and
green spaces.

* City centers must be safeguarded as important symbols of
identity, and of the European culture and historical heritage.

* The provision and management of open space in the city
are integral parts of urban development.

¢ It is essential that the volume of travel, particularly the pri-
vate car, be reduced.

* Multiculturalism and non-discrimination are fundamental
aspects of urban policies.

e Citizen participation in political life must be safeguarded
through the right to elect representatives, freely and demo-
cratically.

International Environmental Law, Environmental Politics,
Urban Environmental Management, Local Government, are
the major disciplines that constitute the general framework in
which the goals of urban sustainable development can be
addressed and resolved.
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International cooperation

There are numerous bilateral and multilateral international
mechanisms through which sustainable development can be
realized. Cooperation among Mediterranean countries is an
example. The Mediterranean countries have already taken
action through a policy of cooperation. Seventeen Mediter-
ranean countries signed in 1976 the Barcelona Convention
for the implementation of a Mediterranean Action Plan (MAP)
under the auspices of the UNEP. In addition and since 1990,
the World Bank and the European Investment Bank (EIB)
have combined their efforts in the Mediterranean under the
Mediterranean Environmental Technical Assistance Pro-
gramme (METAP).

As a UNEP-supported initiative, the Mediterranean Action
Plan is an action-oriented cooperative effort today involving
20 countries bordering the Mediterranean Sea as well as the
European Union. Within the framework of this cooperative
endeavor, the Mediterranean countries are determined to
meet the challenges of environmental degradation in the sea,
coastal areas and inland, and to link sustainable resource
management with development in order to protect the Mediter-
ranean Region. The Barcelona Convention with its six addi-
tional protocols constitutes the so-called Barcelona System
which aims at curbing pollution, protecting the natural and
cultural heritage, ensuring the sustainable management of
coastal zones and integrating the environment and develop-
ment.

The Mediterranean Commission on Sustainable Devel-
opment, established in 1996, is in charge of serving as an ad-
visory body to MAP on such issues as sustainable manage-
ment, sustainable development indicators, eco-tourism, in-
formation, awareness and public participation, free trade and
environment, industry and sustainable development, and ur-
ban management.

The role of local authorities

Several programs exist in order to enable local authorities to
play their role in ensuring sustainable development better.
Agenda 21 reflects a global consensus towards integrated
policy making concerning environment and development. In
its Chapter 28, local authorities in each country are called up-
on to undertake consultative processes with their local popu-
lations in order to achieve a consensus on a Local Agenda
21 for and with their communities. Since 1992, in about 2,000
cities in more than 70 countries, local agenda 21 campaigns
have been started.

The Istanbul Declaration (1996) adopted the strategy and
principles of partnership and participation as the most demo-
cratic and effective approach for the realization of the com-
mitments made during the Habitat Il Conference. Paragraph
180 of the Habitat Agenda deals with decentralization and
strengthening local authorities.

To increase local autonomy and participation in decision
making, implementation, and resource mobilization and use,
to support local authorities to acquire revenue-generating ca-
pabilities, to enhance the performance of local authorities, to
enable them and their associations to take the initiative in na-
tional and international cooperation, and to share good prac-
tices and innovative approaches to sustainable human set-
tlements management were among the recommendations of
the Habitat Il Agenda.

Moreover, various UN-supported urban environment activ-
ities, such as the Sustainable Cities Programme (SCP),
Localizing Agenda 21s, the Urban Management Programme
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(UMP), are ali designed to improve the performance of local
authorities to enable them to make sustainable urban devel-
opment be established and persist.

Legal framework for international

cooperation at local level

It is assumed that most of the urban development strategies
are designed by the central authorities. However, local gov-
ernments will have an increasing role in ensuring sustainable
development. As noted in the Brundtland Report, the institu-
tional and legal structures of local governments in many de-
veloping countries are inadequate. The lack of political ac-
cess to an adequate financial base and a growing centraliza-
tion make local authorities weak institutions that could not
gain the expertise, autonomy and credibility needed to deal
with local problems. In order to be able to address the prob-
lems of urban development, city governments need en-
hanced political, institutional and financial capacity.

Four opportunities available to local authorities may be
mentioned in this context.

The European Charter of Local
Self-Government

This convention was adopted by the Council of Europe in 1985.
It has now been signed by 38 member states and ratified by 34
out of a total of 43 states. Belgium, France and Ireland are the
non-ratifying EU member states as is Switzerland.

The Charter sets out the fundamental principles of local
autonomy. The basic philosophy of the Charter rests on the
belief that the degree of local autonomy enjoyed by local gov-
ernments may be regarded as a yardstick for a genuine de-
mocracy. It aims to guarantee the political, administrative
and financial independence of local authorities and it intends
to commit the states that ratified the Charter to comply with
its basic principles.

Local self-government, according to the Charter, denotes
the right and ability of local authorities to regulate and man-
age a substantial share of public affairs, under their own re-
sponsibility and in the interest of local populations. They
should be free to exercise this right through the decision-
making bodies freely elected. In addition to the existence of
elected councils, recourse to direct citizen participation (such
as having assemblies of citizens, local referendums, etc.)
has to be open to citizens.

The principle of subsidiarity is defined in the Charter in the
following terms: “Local authorities shall have full discretion to
exercise their initiative with regard to any matter that is not
excluded from their competence nor assigned to any other
authority. And public responsibilities shall be exercised by
those authorities which are closest to the citizens. Allocation
of responsibility to another authority will be allowed only de-
pending upon the extent and the nature of the task and the
requirements of efficiency and economy.” The same princi-
ple is also enshrined in Article 3/B of the Maastricht Treaty.

Central control and supervision over local authorities is
limited to the control of compliance with the law and with con-
stitutional principles (legality control). State supervision with
regard to expediency of the actions and decisions of local au-
thorities is not allowed in principle. In order to be regarded as
genuinely autonomous public entities, local authorities have
to be provided with financial means which are commensurate
with their responsibilities. The provisions of the Charter con-
cerning their financial resources, equalization procedures
and the safeguards for their political independence, all tend
to strengthen local authorities in such a way as to carry out
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their functions in an appropriate way.

Consultation is another element of local autonomy which
requires that local authorities be consulted in due time and in
an appropriate manner, in the planning and decision-making
processes for all matters which concern them directly. A final
component of the concept of local autonomy, which is con-
siderably important from the point of view of international co-
operation for sustainable development, is the provision en-
titling local governments to form consortia and to have the
right to belong to a national or international association for
the protection and promotion of their common interests.

The Aalborg Charter

The Aalborg Charter is the second international document
according to which nations can cooperate for the protection
of the environment, through their cities. The First European
Conference on Sustainable Cities and Towns gave birth in
1994 to one of the most important documents on sustainable
development at the local level. Nearly five hundred local au-
thorities coming from 35 European countries and represent-
ing more than 100 million European citizens have signed up
to the Charter.

The Charter maintains that the city or town is both the lar-
gest unit capable of addressing the many urban architectural,
social, economic, political, natural resource and environmen-
tal imbalances damaging our modern world and the smallest
scale at which problems can be meaningfully resolved in an
integrated, holistic and sustainable fashion. Therefore, it
suggested that policies and the principle of sustainability be
integrated into all policies. Thematic issues dealt with in the
Aalborg Charter cover a wide range of spectrums from urban
economy and social equity to land use patterns, urban mobil-
ity, responsibility for the global climate, prevention of ecosys-
tem toxification and local self-governance. The Charter
gives a clear message that economic development, social
welfare and protection of the environment cannot be
achieved separately from each other.” Perceiving citizens as
the key actors and the involvement of the community in en-
suring sustainability in addition to political, technical, admin-
istrative and economic tools and instruments for urban man-
agement towards sustainability characterize the basic philos-
ophy of the Aalborg Charter.

The Aarhus Convention

The Aarhus Convention is an important international legal in-
strument adopted in 1998 by the European Economic Com-
mission for Europe, that is relevant to international coopera-
tion for sustainable development. It is literally called the
Convention on the Access to Information, Public Par-
ticipation in Decision-Making and Access to Justice in
Environmental Matters. Parties to the Aarhus Convention en-
gage themselves in taking proper enforcement measures in
establishing and maintaining a clear, transparent and consis-
tent framework to implement the provisions of the Con-
vention. States are also invited to make appropriate practical
provisions for the public to participate during the preparation
of plans and programs relating to the environment, within a
transparent and fair framework.

It is beyond any doubt that a proper implementation of the
Aarhus Convention will provide a unique opportunity to all
concerned with environmental protection to contribute to the
realization of sustainable urban development.

Transboundary cooperation

Local authorities in Europe are encouraged by a convention
adopted by the Council of Europe to establish transboundary
relationships in economic, social, cultural, environmental
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matters (Madrid, May 1980). This is the European Outline
Convention on Transfrontier Cooperation between Territorial
Communities and Local Authorities.® It has been recently
strengthened by two subsequent protocols in 1995 and 1998,
respectively. The matters to be dealt with within the frame-
work of transboundary cooperation are urban and regional
development, energy, nature and water conservation, pro-
tection of the atmosphere, mutual assistance in disaster re-
lief and the like. There is room for European territorial com-
munities and authorities to enhance their cooperation for
sustainable development by ensuring flexibility in administra-
tive procedures, to remove the legal objections before fruitful
cooperation and to equip territorial communities and authori-
ties with necessary financial and other means.

Conclusion

In order to achieve sustainability and to meet the needs of
rapid urbanization, international cooperation in both technical
and financial fields is vitally important.

With respect to the institutional context for urban coopera-
tion, the capacity and orientation of urban governments have
to be changed. Local governments are not only responsible
for urban policies and environmental management, but they
also act as facilitators and enablers of action by all interests
in the society.

States should remove all kinds of obstacles before the
neighboring territorial authorities to develop transboundary
cooperation. The Framework Convention for Transboundary
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Cooperation provides broad opportunities for local and re-
gional cooperation towards sustainable development. Par-
ticipatory land use planning, pollution control, transport plan-
ning, environmental impact assessment, economic and fi-
nancial matters, administrative reform and public education,
together with all aspirations expressed in the European Ur-
ban Charter, may form a suitable basis for cooperation.
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